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1 – ITC has few answers for community after Deer Park tank fires, ABC 13, 3/22/19 
https://abc13.com/itc-has-few-answers-for-community-after-deer-park-tank-fire/5211179/ 

Thursday, we heard another tearful apology from the company at the center of this mess. Intercontinental Terminal 
Company spokesperson Alice Richardson told reporters through tears, "ITC cares. We care a lot. We have been good 
stewards, we've been good neighbors... We will fix it and we will make this right." 
 

2 - Benzene spike detected near Deer Park plant; no shelter-in-place issued, Houston Chronicle, 3/22/19 
https://www.chron.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Benzene-spike-detected-near-Deer-Park-plant-No-13708409.php 

An air quality monitor near the Deer Park chemical storage facility where several tanks exploded and burned for days 
picked up a spike in benzene levels Friday morning, but officials say a shelter-in-place order isn't necessary. 
 

3 - Deer Park fire investigations begin amid anxiety over emissions, pollution, Houston Chronicle, 3/22/19 
https://www.houstonchronicle.com/news/houston-texas/houston/article/Deer-Park-fire-investigations-begin-amid-
anxiety-13707427.php 

The U.S. Chemical Safety Board on Wednesday announced it would investigate the three-day chemical blaze at the 
International Terminals Co., hours after emissions of carcinogenic benzene spiked near the Deer Park plant, 
prompting city officials to order residents to shelter in place for most of the morning. 
 
4 - Researchers, local agencies collecting water samples from Galveston Bay after ITC fire, KHOU, 3/22/19 
https://www.khou.com/article/news/local/itc-fire/researchers-local-agencies-collecting-water-samples-from-
galveston-bay-after-itc-fire/285-32a18b9d-d530-4ad9-8888-8bf38cfbbdb1 

The Environmental Defense Fund and Texas A&M University researchers said they will collect water samples from 
Galveston Bay to measure what pollutants might be flowing from the shipping channel near the ITC fire, according to 
the Associated Press. 
 

5 - Shelter-in-place order lifted for Texas city where chemicals facility burned for 3 days, CBS News, 3/22/19 
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/deer-park-texas-chemicals-facility-fire-shelter-in-place-benzene-live-updates-2019-03-21/ 

Authorities on Thursday lifted a shelter-in-place order hours after warning people to stay indoors because high levels 
of benzene were detected in the air near a scorched petrochemicals storage facility outside of Houston. Officials in 
Deer Park, Texas, said there was a sustained period of improved air quality readings in the area and lifted the order 
late Thursday morning. 
 
6 – EPA, LDEQ want Mosaic to resume water removal from shifting gypsum stack, The Lens NOLA, 3/21/19 
https://thelensnola.org/2019/03/21/epa-ldeq-want-mosaic-to-resume-water-removal-from-shifting-gypsum-stack/ 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has asked Mosaic Fertilizer to resume removing wastewater from its 
reservoir atop its Gypsum Stack No. 4 in St. James Parish, despite the company reaching its objective of lowering that 
water below an elevation of 180 feet. But Mosaic told The Lens that the company has not decided to do so — even as 
the EPA cast doubt on the company’s model used to determine the stability of the reservoir itself. 
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7 – Liquid livestock waste permit transfer causing a stink at the Arkansas Capitol, KATV, 3/21/19 
https://katv.com/news/local/liquid-livestock-waste-permit-transfer-causing-a-stink-at-the-arkansas-capitol 
An effort to move regulatory authority on liquid livestock waste permits over to another state entity is causing a stink 
at the Arkansas State Capitol. 
 
8 - Department of Environmental Quality says Bella Vista fire will have to be dug up, Northwest Arkansas 
Democrat-Gazette, 3/22/19 
https://www.nwaonline.com/news/2019/mar/22/department-of-environmental-quality-say/ 

Putting out the underground landfill fire in Bella Vista will require digging the waste up, the state Department of 
Environmental Quality announced Thursday. "The site must be excavated to ensure that the underground fire is 
extinguished and will not reignite," the agency said in a statement released Thursday. 
 
9 – New Mexico seeks to withdraw from federal water lawsuit, Santa Fe New Mexican, 3/22/19 
https://www.santafenewmexican.com/news/local_news/new-mexico-seeks-to-withdraw-from-federal-water-
lawsuit/article_db351f68-a393-5b0e-a63b-58e9eebcbe8c.html 
The New Mexico Environment Department wants to withdraw from a lawsuit that challenges a U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency rule initiated during the last term of President Barack Obama that significantly increased the 
amount of surface water subject to federal protections. 
 
10 – Texas schools have dangerous levels of lead in drinking water, advocates say, Dallas Morning News, 3/21/19 
https://www.dallasnews.com/news/education/2019/03/21/texas-schools-dangerous-levels-lead-drinking-water-
advocates-say 

Texas is failing students by not doing enough to protect them from dangerous levels of lead in drinking water, 
representatives from environmental groups said Thursday. 
 
11 – Forecasters: ‘Potentially historic’ flooding threatens South, Mississippi Business Journal, 3/21/19 
https://msbusiness.com/2019/03/forecasters-potentially-historic-flooding-threatens-south/ 

Scientists are warning that historic flooding could soon deluge parts of several Southern states along the lower 
Mississippi River, where floodwaters could persist for several weeks. 
 
12 – In lawsuit, Arkansas farmers, landowners blame Corps for flood losses, Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, 3/22/19 
https://www.arkansasonline.com/news/2019/mar/22/farmers-suit-blames-corps-for-flood-los-1/?news-arkansas 

A group of 131 Arkansas farmers and landowners who live and work along the White River and its tributaries -- mostly 
in Prairie and Monroe counties -- sued the federal government Thursday, saying the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' 
management of the waterways has allowed floodwaters to destroy their livelihoods and homesteads. 
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LOCAL // HOUSTON 

Deer Park fire investigations begin amid anxiety over emissions, 
pollution
Zach Despart and Mike Morris 
March 21, 2019 Updated: March 21, 2019 9:06 p.m. 

The U.S. Chemical Safety Board on Wednesday announced it would investigate the three-day 

chemical blaze at the International Terminals Co., hours after emissions of carcinogenic benzene 

Runoff from the now-extinguished petrochemical tank fire at Intercontinental Terminals Company is blocked 
by an oil skimming bouy on Wednesday, March 20, 2019, in Deer Park. Fire crews extinguished the blaze at 
ITC about 3 a.m., Wednesday, almost four days after it started, which caused a plume of black smoke to 
linger over the Houston area. ...

Photo: Brett Coomer, Houston Chronicle / Staff photographer

Page 1 of 6Deer Park fire investigations begin amid anxiety over emissions, pollution - HoustonChro...
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spiked near the Deer Park plant, prompting city officials to order residents to shelter in place for most 

of the morning.

The independent federal agency, which also investigated the 2017 Arkema plant fire in Crosby, does 

not fine companies or issue violations. Instead, it conducts what is known as "root cause" 

investigations to determine how an incident occurred and make recommendations to the company, 

government regulators and other stakeholders on how to prevent it from happening again.

One CSB investigator already is in the area and two more will arrive next week once they can get 

access to the ITC site, according to CSB interim Executive Authority Kristen Kulinowski.

Unlimited Digital Access for as little as 
$0.99.
Read more articles like this by subscribing to the Houston Chronicle

SUBSCRIBE

In communities around the Houston Ship Channel, relief residents felt that the fire was out — and its 

miles-long dark plume of smoke dissipated — gave way to anxiety over the volatile compounds 

sitting in damaged tanks at the petroleum storage facility or streaming into nearby waterways.

With some nearby schools closed for another day, some local leaders grew exasperated with the 

company’s handling of the incident. Precinct 2 Commissioner Adrian Garcia, who represents east 

Harris County, said he is disappointed ITC officials have not disclosed more information about the 

fire and its aftermath during the company’s news conferences.

“They’re an important part of the economy; we need to recognize that,” Garcia said. “But this event 

demonstrates how one tank farm, on fire, can create destruction and impact the economy, can create 

fear, and to a certain extent, chaos.”

State Rep. Brisco Cain, R-Baytown, issued a statement calling on the Texas House of Representatives 

to hold a hearing on the incident, which he called “devastating to our community.”

“The nation has been captivated by dramatic images of flames and smoke plumes, but our community 

has had to deal with the very real questions about air and water quality while waiting for information 

from ITC. Our community deserves transparency and accountability as we recover from this 

incident,” Cain said.
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The section of the ship channel facility where the fire damaged 11 of 15 storage tanks sat covered in 

flame-retardant foam, which resembles a blanket of snow. The substance, used to fight stubborn 

chemical fires, is designed to deprive flammable compounds of oxygen.

The foam, however, is susceptible to wind shifts and evaporation. On Wednesday afternoon, a gap in 

the foam ignited into a fireball that crews quickly put out. The benzene leak early Thursday morning 

likely was caused by wind gusts that blew the foam off a tank containing roughly 40,000 barrels of 

pyrolysis gasoline, ITC spokeswoman Alice Richardson said at a morning news conference.

Pyrolysis gasoline, also known as “pygas” is a benzene-rich liquid byproduct that can be blended 

with other chemicals for use as a gasoline additive.

“This tank was compromised quite a bit,” Richardson said, adding that its roof and interior sealant 

had been destroyed by the fire.

Richardson declined to say whether residents near the burn site were safe and urged the public to 

heed warnings from safety officials. As she had in previous appearances before reporters, Richardson 

grew emotional while answering questions.

"ITC cares. We care a lot," she said through tears. "We have been good stewards. We have been good 

neighbors."

With the most immediate danger addressed — a raging blaze at a facility with more than 200 tanks of 

combustible chemicals — ITC now faces a more complicated set of challenges. Spokesman Dale 

Samuelson described the company’s options since the fire started Sunday as a “hostage choice,” 

though he said putting out the fire and attempting to contain leftover fuels is the least hazardous path 

forward.

“The issue with the foam being blown off the top of the pygas was a much lower risk than letting the 

tank farm burn, and run the risk of it jumping to other tanks, and the weather changing, and smoke 

coming down on residents in the area,” Samuelson said.

The smoldering burn site continued to radiate heat Thursday and the company had yet to determine 

when investigators may visit. Samuelson said to lower the risk of further flare-ups or chemical 

releases, crews carefully were siphoning fuel from the pygas tank to another part of the facility.
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By 3 p.m., he said about 14,000 barrels of the volatile compound remained. The company has yet to 

disclose the volume of substances in other damaged tanks, which contain gasoline blends, base oils, 

xylene and naptha. Samuelson said ITC is unable to estimate when the chemicals will be removed 

from the burn site.

As outside investigations begin, including a probe by the Harris County Fire Marshal’s Office, more 

attention is shifting to how ITC could have prevented the incident from happening in the first place.

Such facilities should have a number of layers of protection to aid in that effort, said Jim Holste, 

interim director of the Mary Kay O'Connor Process Safety Center at Texas A&M University. The 

center is a worldwide authority on chemical safety.

Such protections, Holste said, would include frequent tank inspections should reveal leaks that can be 

addressed quickly, chemical detectors to find any leaks or problems with the tanks, and a foam-

equipped fire suppression system to help put out smaller fires before they grow to infernos that can 

overwhelm local firefighters, as was the case in Deer Park.

"The whole intent is to contain it before it causes another sort of damage," Holste said.

Those who live in Deer Park spent Thursday wondering when their lives would regain a sense of 

normalcy.

At a Harris County Public Health mobile clinic, 26-year-old Ashley Elizondo arrived for a screening 

with her husband and 16-month-old daughter. The confusion of the shelter-in-place order, as well as 

mixed messages from ITC and local officials, have made assessing the situation difficult, Elizondo 

said.

“We just never knew what to do,” she said. “At what point should we leave, should we stay?”

Ingrid Cortez, 35, loaded groceries into the bed of her truck on Thursday afternoon after a trip to 

Food Town. She said she was reluctant to leave her home, but needed provisions.

“You don’t know what’s coming next,” Cortez said. “We might make a decision, maybe overnight, if 

we’re going to leave. It’s scary to be asleep and there’s stuff going on.”
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Residents also have raised concerns about possible water pollution from the burned tanks, which sit 

on the south bank of Buffalo Bayou.

The Texas Commission on Environmental Quality first mentioned the collection of water samples 

Tuesday, and on Wednesday said a state contractor was working with the EPA, the Coast Guard, and 

an ITC contractor “to assess impacts of firefighting foam on waterways adjacent to the facility,” 

including Tucker Bayou and the Houston Ship Channel.

The agency had not released testing results as of Thursday afternoon, and a TCEQ web page devoted 

to the incident included references to air monitoring but no information about water quality. Latrice 

Babin, deputy director of the Harris County Pollution Control Services Department said her agency 

took water samples Thursday but had not yet received test results.

The lack of information about contamination downstream spurred the Galveston Bay Foundation, in 

partnership with the Environmental Defense Fund and Texas A&M, to begin taking water samples, 

President Bob Stokes said. The groups planned to begin sampling late Thursday or Friday morning.

“When we called them directly they weren’t willing to share any details,” Stokes said of the TCEQ. 

“I don’t think there’s been a lot of transparency on the water side to date. We’re concerned with all 

the things that might have run off that site. They’ve got it boomed at the base of Tucker Bayou, but 

those booms didn’t stop all water flow, and you can see a sheen outside the boom already.”

Stokes said he chiefly is concerned about the chemicals that burned and any byproducts produced 

when those materials combusted, as some of the substances known to be involved are toxic to marine 

life.

“We want to do a test for a wide spectrum of VOCs (volatile organic compounds) in the water,” he 

said. “We are entitled to understand what’s going on out there and then we can make conclusions 

about how big a problem it is.”

Jordan Macha, of the nonprofit Bayou City Waterkeeper, echoed that.

“We’re not entirely sure what the makeup is of the chemicals that have been used for the foam spray 

or what chemicals have been flowing down into the ship channel or, potentially, the bay,” she said. 

“What impact are they going to have on the nurseries and fisheries that operate and live in the bay? 
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It’s important for TCEQ to be fully transparent about the risks that are there and what they’re doing 

to fix the problem.”

Staff writers Samantha Ketterer, Matt Dempsey, Nichole Hensley and Julian Gill contributed 

reporting.

zach.despart@chron.com

mike.morris@chron.com

©2019 Hearst
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